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"Come on, everyone, gather 'round."
They came, but unwillingly this time.
Every other time they had come to the
circle with enthusiasm. This time my
fourth graders looked as if they were
being dragged to do something horrible.
The last day of school in June had
finally arrived. As usual, I was feeling
emotional and didn't really want to say
goodbye to this group of students with
whom I had built up a bond. Every experience we had throughout the year combined to make us "the class in Room
173." But something more had happened.
There had been something special. I told
them, again, that there was no more
time, we had to do it today. Long faces
and sad looks met me, and I knew the
task wouldn't be easy.
The circle of stones which took up
most of the space in our classroom had
been the focal point for the better part of
six months. At parent conferences I
explained again and again why there
were "a bunch of stones" on the floor. I
know others must have thought it a terrible waste of space. The custodians probably hated cleaning the floor in our
room. Practically speaking, it was the
worst thing to do. However, what that
circle of stones came to mean for our
class was the best!
Poet/bard Terry Wooten, a Michigan
Reading Association favorite, had visited
our school to share poetry and energize
us with the power of language for four
days in November. Classes of students
from kindergarten through fourth grade
sat spellbound, entranced by Terry's
voice and gestures as he delivered his
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own poetry and that of others, all the
while capturing the imaginations of his
young audiences. Laughter, silence, and
awe filled the library where he shared
what poetry can mean. Children and
adults alike were mesmerized by his
obvious love of words. On his last day
with us, after he had met with third and
fourth graders who were interested in
writing a poem for presentation to the
school, students gathered in the multipurpose room and shared their original
work I heard excellent similes and
metaphors. Images were clearly drawn.
Students stood proudly, sharing what
they had done. A poet had woven his
magic among us, then stood back and let
the students shine. It was a great four
days.
Inspired by his energy and love of
writing, my students and I decided to
form our own version of Stone Circle.
Terry's Stone Circle, in Kewadin,
Michigan, is described this way in his
brochure:
Terry Wooten's Stone Circle is a
triple ring of large boulders forming a natural amphitheater, the
center firepit a hypnotic focus. The
circular arrangements of boulders
and setting were designed by Terry
to capture the atmosphere of
ancient cultures that gathered in
family and community groups to
exchange stories of everyday life
and lore. At this Stone Circle every
Saturday evening, from the summer solstice to Labor Day weekend, Terry is host to other poets,
storytellers and folk musicians
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had a huge selection of poetry books in
our classroom and they were in constant
use. Students asked each other pronunciations of words, asked each other to
listen to their reading, and took books
home to practice by reading to their parents. Much of this took place during
Silent Sustained Reading, a daily event
in the classroom. Finally, Friday arrived,
and preparations were complete.
I will never forget our very first poetry circle. I put a tape of very soft music
on, barely audible in the background. It
set the tone for a particular atmosphere,
a respectful hush. Something special
was about to happen. As we gathered
around our circle, sitting cross-legged on
the floor, I, characteristically, wasn't
exactly sure how this was going to go. I
said to my students, "This is the first
poetry circle I have ever been privileged
to be a part of, and I do not know exactly what's going to happen." I encouraged
each person to listen fully and to make
eye contact with the speaker. When one
person :finished we would not comment,
but go right around the circle until all

who perform to a large audience of
young and old.
We made our mini-Stone Circle from
small stones collected from outside our
classroom, and formed into a circle large
enough for all of us to be seated around.
Mike, one of my fourth graders, put an
inflatable globe in the center, saying,
"This is the earth, and we are the world
all around. Inside the circle is sacred
space. No one may walk inside the circle."
And no one did. It became a powerfully intrinsic code, carefully preserved by
every member of our class, that no one
ever step inside our circle. Visitors to
our class were educated as to why. Our
circle became a place native to us, a special place with a special purpose. Every
Friday morning we came together
around the circle to share poetry. During
the week, each student pored through a
variety of books in an effort to choose
just the right poem to prepare for poetry
circle. Then there was the matter of
practicing the poem so it could be read
or recited "just like Terry." We always
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

19

VOLUME

27, No. 3 •

SPRING

1994

over the state of Michigan. Kari was only
too thrilled to give her permission, and
she is now quoted in that brochure. It
was an interaction that presents writing
in a most meaningful context - personal connection between writers. Kari's
writing throughout the remainder of
fourth grade was exuberant, and she
demonstrated an enthusiasm that I
believe will sustain her interest in writing for a long time. The bright pink
Stone Circle tee shirt that Kari received
from Terry Wooten, as well as the three
books of his poetry, became treasures to
her. Additionally, she owns the deeper
treasure of her relationship to a poet.
The development of writers happens in
many ways. How delighted I felt at being
witness to this one.
Friday mornings were powerful times.
They brought us together in ways that I
did not fully understand until the last
day of school. On that day we had to dismantle our circle. I had tried the day
before to accomplish that as another
task in packing up and getting ready to
end our year together. My students
wouldn't allow it. Now it was the last
half-day. No more time was left, and I
approached its dismantling much as I
had approached our first Friday morning
poetry circle. I didn't know exactly how
it was going to go.
Various strategies were suggested. We
settled on dividing up the stones so each
of us had an equal number. One child
counted them, we did some math calculation, and found out how many stones
each of us could take. How to decide
who would take which stones? This was
agonizing, every step of the way, and I
felt their resistance. Part of it was mine.
I was beginning to realize what that circle had meant.
We all sat there, each with our little
pile of stones in front of us. It was just
too much for Mike, and he burst out of
the circle with a loud voice. There was
no way he was going to stand for this. I

who chose to had shared. The problem
was that I didn't know where to begin. It
turned out to be no problem at all, as
everyone wanted to be first! Their enthusiasm was authentic. We began. It was
one of the most delicious moments in
my eighteen years of teaching.
I can hardly describe the feelings that
flowed through me as I watched and listened to my students. They spoke with
strong voices, with expression, with
humor. And they listened exquisitely,
this class that loved to talk! Through
subsequent poetry circles we could
depend on Glen and Wynn for the humor
of Joseph Rosenbloom, Jack Prelutsky
and Shel Silverstein. Amber shared the
animal poems she loved so much, and
she also took pride in memorizing long
poems. Pam and Jessica found delight in
working out the poetic duets in "Joyful
Noise" by Paul Fleischman, while Jason
squirreled away Judith Viorst's "If I Were
in Charge of the World." Mike usually
read the poetry of his classmates.
Imagine the rise in their self-esteem!
Candace shared poems of great beauty
and feeling, just like the ones she wrote.
Carl Sandburg, Langston Hughes, Robert
Frost and Eve Merriam became standard
fare. I participated in poetry circle, not
as the teacher, but as another lover of
language. We were equals here.
Enjoyment increased tremendously.
Kari had an exceptional experience
during the year. Because she was especially affected by Terry's work, his style
of presentation, and the personal rapport he established with students, she
wrote him a letter thanking him for coming to our school. Her letter beautifully
described her feelings. When Terry
received her letter he contacted our
school to get in touch with Kari. He told
her in a letter how much he had appreciated her thank you, and asked her permission to use part of her letter in a new
brochure he was preparing. This
brochure would be sent to teachers all
20
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think there were tears in his eyes. My
students dispersed around the room, and
I went to Mike. We talked, then I gave
him a task Putting a clipboard with
paper into his hands, I asked him to
write about it. (How often we do that,
don't we?) A few minutes later I saw him
sitting in what had been his usual place
around the circle. He was alone, writing.
I left him there, knowing not to disturb
something deep that was going on. A bit
later, when he had finally left the circle, I
noticed Jessica. She had picked up the
clipboard and was writing on the very
same sheet of paper. The morning
ended. With tears and hugs I said my
goodbyes. I walked them to their buses
for the very last time. I breathed a sigh.
It was going to be summer vacation. Ah!
When I returned to my room I noticed
it right away. The clipboard was there on
the floor where our circle had been. I
picked it up and read a poem that Mike
had started, Jessica had added to, and
was, appropriately, not finished. Just as
my relationship with these special students will never be finished, that poem
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represented a year's worth of writing
and struggling and reading and sharing
and becoming. The words brought tears
to my eyes, tears that blurred my glasses
so that I had to stop reading momentarily. I thought of how odd I must have
looked sitting on the floor all alone in
my empty classroom on the last day of
school. I didn't care, really. The words I
read are too personal for me to share
here. They belong to a certain class of
fourth graders. But I will give you a little
idea of their meaning. Written there, in
remarkable first-draft style, are words
that convey what a circle of friends
means. Written there, in dull pencil, are_
words about how easy life is when
everything is going fine, but when it gets
tough, all you really need is a circle.

At the time of the experience
described in this article, Maggie
Mendus was a fourth-grade teacher at
Bridgman Elementary School.
Currently she teaches Chapter I reading
in Bridgman.
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